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Hering: Plantation Economy in Leon County 1830-1840

PLANTATION ECONOMY IN LEON COUNTY, 1830-1840
by JULIA HERING
The area of cotton culture in Florida during the ante-bellum
period was located mainly between the Apalachicola and Suwannee rivers, and in 1840 comprised the counties of Leon, Madison, Jefferson, Hamilton and Gadsden. It is significant that this
area constituted then more or less an island in northern Florida
whose economy, social structure, and soil type differed from that
in the remainder of the state. In this comparatively small and
isolated region there came into being, between 1830 and 1840,
a cotton economy which compared favorably with that of the
Georgia Piedmont or the Black Belt of Alabama. The emphasis
in this paper will be upon only one county in this island of cotton
culture - Leon.
Leon County had gained a significant importance prior to
the decade 1830-1840 when it began to receive its first influx
of planters from Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. As in
other parts of the lower South, this was a period of land speculation, and by 1839 there were, in the area of present Leon
County, at least thirty plantations well enough established to
use thirty to forty-five slaves. Most of these were located north
and east of Tallahassee.
Even as early as 1773, William Bartram while traveling through
the area, wrote and described the region as being exceptionally
fertile for the growing of cotton, rice, corn, and other agricultural products. 1 In 1835, Farquhar Macrae wrote about Leon
County from his Wacissa plantation in Jefferson County, that
“good lands are mostly all entered; the large tracts are still held
by individuals in the market, at rates cheaper than any other
This paper was read at the Annual Meeting of The Florida Historical
Society, 1954.
1. The Travels of William Bartram, edited by Mark Van Doren, Dover
Publishing Co., 1928.
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Slavery was a foundation-stone on which the economy of the plantation
system was built; and this illustration and those which follow indicate
certain contrasting aspects of what was called the “peculiar institution
of the South”.

From the JACKSONVILLE COURIER, April 16, 1835

___________
Francis de Castelnau, a keen observer, in his description of slavery in
the Tallahassee area, wrote in 1837 (FLA. HIST. QUARTERLY XXVI, 240):
”A whip is the only language used with them. . . .In the midst of this
terrible misery the black people prosper and seem even to be happy. . .
They are proud of their state of slavery and cannot speak of free negroes
without pitying them. ‘Poor fellow’ they say ‘he has no master’. . . . The
children of the black race have seemed to me to be about equal to the
white children until they reach the age of ten or twelve, but then their
intelligence seems to stand still.
“Nothing proves better the moral degradation of the negro than the joy
and content he shows in the state of slavery. Draw near a plantation and
the noisy outbursts of laughter that you hear there will make you forget
the overseer who goes about with his huge whip. Then come the rest days
and all the miseries of the week are forgotten in the wildest dances and
the most ridiculous capers.”
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land of similar quality in the southern country”. Macrae further
stated that the land was in no way inferior to the acreage that
was selling in Alabama for twenty-five dollars an acre and could
be bought in Florida for about ten dollars an acre, and the
planters, “whether desirous of cultivating cotton, rice, tobacco,
or grain, or breeding cattle, at once found before him, land . . .
alluring in verdant pasturage, fertile forests and well furnished
springs.“ 2
Of the well-established plantations in Leon County by 1839,
the average size appears to have been 1500 to 2500 acres,
employing thirty to forty-five slaves. 3 Samuel Parkhill and Benjamin Chaires were among the larger landholders, and appear
to have been typical planters; for these reasons they have been
selected for further mention.
Samuel Parkhill started buying land in Leon County in 1828
and by 1839 owned 4,400 acres and eighty slaves, which apparently comprised two separate plantations since about 3,400
acres were located northwest of Tallahassee touching Lake
Jackson and the remaining 1,000 acres were northeast of the
city. 4 Parkhill died in 1841 leaving his estate heavily mortgaged
and without having made a will. His widow, Martha Ann, petioned the Superior Court of Leon County for one-third of the
estate as a widow’s dower. At the time of his death, the Union
Bank of Florida in Tallahassee valued Parkhill’s real estate
holdings at $138,300; his personal property was valued at $4,400
which included furniture, live stock, farm equipment, and 2,020
bushels of corn. In addition, 383 bales of cotton were worth
$14,000. Since Parkhill’s acreage and slaves were mortgaged to
the bank, the court allowed the widow to claim only one third
of the personal property which gave her 127 bales of cotton
2. Farquhar Macrea, “Soils and Agricultural Advantages of the Floridas”,
Farmers Register, 1835, vol. 3, p. 516.
3. Tax Book, 1839, Leon County Court House. Probably more or less of
this land was not cleared.
4. Deed Record, Book A, p. 271; Book D, p. 445; Book E, pgs. 265,
370, 624, 772; Book F., pgs. 314, 407; Leon County Court House.
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Two chivalric sons of a wealthy cotton planter on Lake Jackson near Tallahassee. . . .
‘Now, young masters, stop this weeping, go fight for your country like men, and minddon’t disgrace me’.”
Though this was published in derision by the NEW YORK NEWS, the participants, and the
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol33/iss1/5
South, were content with rather than ashamed of its implications.
“

.

.

.

.
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stored in the warehouse of the “Railroad Depot near the City
of Tallahassee.“ 5
Parkhill also owned 1,383 shares of stock in the Union Bank.
The bank filed suit against his estate on grounds that by the
provisions of its charter, each stockholder was entitled to a loan
equal to two thirds of the amount of his shares, provided that
notes covering repayment with interest were renewed annually.
Parkhill had made loans against the entire amount of his shares
before his death, and he had never renewed his note or paid
interest on it. Thus, this planter played no small part in the
ultimate failure of the bank for t never could recover all that
he owed. Meantime, his unfortunate widow, Martha Ann, who
actually realized very little from his estate, purchased, in 1843,
a small piece of property southwest of the city, and later that
year married Hiram Manly of Apalachicola. 6
The financial story of Benjamin Chaires is somewhat different from that of Parkhill, even though Chaires followed the same
general pattern in regard to buying land. The Tax Book for 1839
lists his estate as comprising 9,440 acres of land, eighty slaves,
$800 worth of pleasure carriages, and as paying a Territorial
Tax of $110 and a County Tax of $86.
Chaires died in 1838, leaving his property to his wife and
children. “. . . to my beloved wife Sarah Chaires . . . my mansion
or dwelling house and 500 acres around it, . . . my household furniture, carriage and horses and negro man Henry, the carriage
driver; also one tenth part of all my personal estate”. He had
ten children and five of them were still minors at the time of
his death. Apparently Chaires felt no affection for his son-in-law,
William Burgess, the husband of his daughter, Mary Ann, for
he did not include her in the one tenth share but left her a
5. “Inventory of the Personal Estate of Samuel Parkhill, Deceased, Not
Mortgaged but Set Apart as the Widow’s Dower”, Court Record, 1842,
Leon County Court House.
6. “Petition of the Union Bank of Florida, Filed 5th April, 1845”, Court
Record, 1842, Leon County Court House.
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sum of $10,000 to be paid her “whenever her husband . . . shall
die, and not before . . . It being my express desire that said
William Burgess shall not have any part of the same or enjoy
any benefit whatsoever”.
Chaires appointed his brother, Green Chaires, and his son,
Joseph Chaires, as executors of his estate. Green and Joseph
must have disapproved of Burgess too, for they gave Mary Ann
five female negro slaves, and a horse and barouche with harness.
However, it was distinctly understood that they would hold this
property for the separate use of Mary Ann, free from the control of William.
By 1845, the plantations of the Benjamin Chaires Estate were
still intact, and the County Court authorized property division
among the heirs. This included about 10,000 acres, numerous
slaves, together with the crop of provisions at each of the plantations, live stock, including horses, mules, cattle, hogs, as well
as plantation utensils of all kinds. 8
Some other plantations of average size were those belonging
to Hector Braden, Edward and Thomas Bradford, John Branch,
William and John Craig, H. B. Croom, Alfred Gatlin, William
Lester, Jeremiah Powell, John Shepard, Robert Williams and
others.
Since Alfred Gatlin and Jeremiah Powell were typical planters
of average size holdings, perhaps they should be mentioned.
Gatlin is listed as having only about 1,000 acres in 1839 and
thirty-five slaves, but by the time of his death in 1841, he had
considerably increased his holdings. His widow, Sarah Ann,
petitioned the court for one-third of his estate because she
preferred the division made to her by law, rather than the share
left under her husband’s will. In addition to his plantation and
about seventy slaves, Gatlin had a house and property in Talla7. “Will of Benjamin Chaires, June 12, 1835”, Index to Estates, Book
One, File No. 31, Leon County Court House.
8. ”The Petition of Mrs. Sarah Chaires, Widow and Legatee of Benjamin
Chaires”, Court Record, 1845, Leon County Court House.
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hassee. His personal property was reported as including two
carriage horses, five mules, twenty-six head of hogs, twentyone head of cattle, 514 bushels of corn, 3,000 lbs. of fodder,
as well as other items. Like so many of the other planters in
Leon County, Gatlin’s property was mortgaged to the Union
Bank which took fifty-three of his slaves in payment of his
indebtedness. 9
Jeremiah Powell came to Leon County about 1830 and started
buying land. By the time of his death in 1839 he owned 2,700
acres and forty-five slaves. He had made his will in 1838,
leaving his estate to his wife and six children. It was his wish
that they should be maintained, clothed, supported and well
educated from the proceeds of his two plantations, which included his home plantation northeast of Tallahassee where he
and his family lived. Powell kept most of his slaves at his
lower plantation, known as “Pleasant Grove,” which was located
nearer the Jefferson County line. He also left an annual gift of
$100 to the Methodist Episcopal Church of the Leon County
Circuit for ten years after his death. 10 For some time afterwards, the bank sued the Powell heirs and tried repeatedly to
take possession of Pleasant Grove Plantation. 11 It was supposedly a policy of the bank to make loans only on land which
was secured by the additional collateral of slaves.
A good example of land speculation during this early period
was the firm of Nuttall, Braden and Craig. Many transactions
made by this firm are recorded in the Leon County Deed
Records. In 1833, the firm bought a whole township for $46,520,
consisting of 23,040 acres, which was a grant made by the
United States Government in 1825 12 to General Lafayette. Nut9. “In the Matter of Assignment of Dower of Sarah A. Gatlin, Widow”,
Leon Superior Court, 1842.
10 “Will of Jeremiah Powell”, Court Record, 1838, Leon County Court
House.
11. ”Union Bank vs. Powell Heirs”, Court Records, 1846, Leon County
Court House.
12. Deed Record, Book K, p. 74.
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tall, Braden and Craig expected to make a profit of $60,000
on the transaction. Though the firm did sell off the land, most
of their returns were promissory notes payable ten and twenty
years later. The indenture for this transaction stipulated that
the money was to be paid in full before January 1, 1844. However, in the late 1850’s records show the Lafayette heirs were
still trying to collect money due them.
John Gamble, of Leon County, played an important part in
the cotton industry as planter and banker during this early
period. Gamble was president of the Union Bank and was
most anxious that planters borrow on cotton at home instead
of abroad. He believed that they should have a more lenient
system of credit than was the current practice. His argument
was that southern bankers usually advanced the money that
moved forward the whole crop on letters of credit. Bills of
exchange were forwarded to the foreign market, often reaching their destination and maturing before the cotton arrived.
Gamble claimed that this situation caused cotton to be forced
on the market in foreign ports whether or not the price realized
for it was desirable. He thought the great southern staple was
without protection and that the banks in southern seaports
should arrange six month loans at home so that cotton would
not be sent to market accompanied by a bill of exchange which
required an immediate sale, regardless of the condition of the
market. 13
Gamble, as president of the bank, was partly responsible for
its failure during the late 1840’s. As in the case of Parkhill,
previously mentioned, the bank did not observe the limitations
of its charter, and money was frequently lent without the
necessary security. When the effects of the financial crisis of
1837 began to be felt, mortgagors were unable to make their
payments to the bank or renew their notes. At the same time,
13. “Cotton Convention”, Niles Weekly Register, vol. 57 (Baltimore: 1837)
p. 185.
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the Territory itself was unable to pay interest to holders of
the Territorial bonds, popularly known as faith bonds. The
Territorial Legislature demanded an investigation of the bank,
but no significant findings were ever reached. Actually, the
bank was the political victim of its directors and stockholders
who were powerful members of the Territorial government. 14
As the financial condition of the bank went from bad to
worse, Gamble began a series of law suits against persons
owing the bank. The 1841-1846 Court Records in Leon County
show the astonishing amounts which were due the bank and
in most cases it held no collateral security. Some examples of
these suits are those against Richard Call for $18,000, George
Walker for $16,000, Robert Hackley for $19,000; but in Hackley’s case, $8,000 was recovered from the proceeds of the sale
of negroes. 16 At the same time, various persons filed suit against
the bank for amounts they could not collect. To make matters
worse, in some instances, mortgaged slaves were taken out
of the Territory so that liens could not be made against them.
One interesting complaint made by the Union Bank against
B. A. Neal, states that the “‘said negroes were removed, fraudulently and felonously . . . aided and abetted by others at present
unknown.” Another such complaint charges James Trotti with
unlawfully removing his slaves from the Territory in 1841, after
he bought stock in the bank in 1838. 16
During this early period, St. Marks was a seaport for all
Middle Florida and lower Georgia. Ellen Call Long described
the port as it was about 1830 as she traveled into the area on
her way to Tallahassee as a “quaint little village, amphibiouslike, consisting of a few dwelling houses, stores, etc., mostly
built on stilts or piles, as if ready to launch when wind or tide
14.

Warren G. Fouraker, The Administration of Robert Raymond Reid,
A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of Florida State University (Tallahassee: 1949) p. 28.
15. Court Records, 1841-1846.
16. “Union Bank vs. B. A. Neal, Running off Negroes”, 1843. “Union
Bank vs. James F. Trotti“, 1841, Court Records.
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prevailed.“ 17 Vessels came into Apalachee Bay from foreign
ports and the northeast United States, bringing merchandise
to supply the settlers. Before 1835, cotton and other agricultural
products grown by the planters were usually taken down to
St. Marks by wagon. Small boats lightered the cotton and other
merchandise to and from the ships which were anchored out from
shore. Cotton, tobacco, hides, syrup, brown sugar, molasses, and
other products were taken to the port in exchange for flour,
coffee, gunpowder, bolts of homespun, quinine, calomel, castor
oil, and other needed items. 18
Leon County planters and business men soon realized that
a more practical means of transporting their cotton to St. Marks
must be developed. The result was the Tallahassee Railroad
Company, formed by a group of Leon County men including
Green Chaires, Benjamin Chaires, R. K. Call, Sam Reid, Leigh
Read, Samuel Duval, John Shepard, Samuel Parkhill, John Parkhill, and others. In 1834, one hundred nineteen stockholders
petitioned Congress for permission to construct the railroad,
having already obtained a charter from the Legislative Council
of Florida. 19 The old fort at St. Marks and the land adjoining it
came into the possession of the United States by the Treaty of
1819. The petition stated that the fort which was erected in
1759, was in a state of dilapidation and ruin, and was originally
designed as a defense against the neighboring Indians, but not
to defend the bay and harbor of St. Marks from attacks by sea.
The petitioners wanted one hundred acres of land at St. Marks
and a strip of land one hundred feet wide from St. Marks to
Tallahassee on which to construct the railroad. They presented
a letter to Congress, written by Lieutenant George Long, Artillery Engineer, directed to General Richard Call, President of
17. Ellen Call Long, Florida Breezes; or Florida New and Old, (Jacksonville: 1882) p. 35.
18. W. T. Cash, “Newport as a Business Center”, Apalachee, The Publication of the Tallahassee Historical Society (Tallahassee: 1944) p. 25.
19. “Memorial of the Tallahassee Railroad Company”, Senate Documents,
2nd Session, 23rd Congress, vol. 2, 1834-35, Document 267, no. 38, p. 1.
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the Tallahassee Railroad Company in which Long stated that
“The only direction in which an enemy could ever arrive to
disturb this section of the country . . . must be from the sea.
The fort is of no consequence for the Government to retain for
military purposes”. 20
In a letter dated April 19, 1835, to General Charles Gratiot,
Chief Engineer of the United States Army, from Captain William
A. Chase of Pensacola, Chase recommended that a railroad be
constructed from Tallahassee to St. Marks “so that the business
of trade as well as the customs could be transacted with every
facility at Tallahassee”. 21 The following year the line was built,
and for several years loads of cotton were taken regularly from
Tallahassee to St. Marks by this horse drawn train.
Middle Florida exported 338 bales of cotton in 1827. From
this meager beginning, the export grew to 15,870 bales in 1834.
However, by 1840, this figure had increased to 32,000 bales with
the greater part coming from Leon County. 22
It was soon discovered that the soil was especially suited
for the growth of Sea Island cotton, which was superior to the
short staple because of the length of its fiber. Although the Sea
Island variety required more space per acre for cultivation, its
market price per pound was about twice that of short staple.
H. B. Croom wrote from his Lake Lafayette plantation in 1834
that an average of six hundred pounds of long staple cotton
was produced per acre and that it was not uncommon for eight
hundred pounds to be realized. The short staple variety, under
favorable conditions, yielded about fifteen hundred pounds to
the acre.

23

20. Ibid.
21. William A. Chase Papers, 1835, Leon County Court House.
22. Statistics of the United States of America, Collected and Returned by
the Marshals of the Federal Districts (Washington: 1841) p. 409.
Prod2 3 . H . B . C r o o m , “Some Accounts of Agricultural Soil and
ucts of Middle Florida in a Letter to the Editor”, Farmers Register,
vol. 2, June, 1834, p. 3.
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To quote Farquhar Macrae again:
The cotton crop has never failed in Florida. The crop of
the present year (1835) will, not withstanding the early and
unprecedented frost, nearly double that of 1834. Most of
our planters are reaping unusual returns . . . a planter working only forty servants can make and house in one crop
450,000 pounds of fine staple upland cotton, besides 3,000
bushels of corn, and some 20 barrels of sugar and syrupleaving his crop of oats, rice, potatoes, untold! - and yet this
is done in Middle Florida . . . the fortunate planter is my respected neighbor, Daniel Bird, Esq. of Jefferson County. The
other gentleman is Col. Robert Gamble . . . who will this
year realize from 65 acres of land, which have been for the
last six years under continued cultivation of sugar cane
(the most exhausting of crops) upward of 70 bags of cotton
. . . minimum crops on our good and bad soil are never less
than 600 pounds of cotton per acre.
Macrae also wrote that his fellow citizen, Green Chaires sold
$13,000 worth of cotton in 1835 made by twenty-two laborers.

24

Slaves
Prosperity in the culture of cotton was being reflected in high
market prices which enhanced the value of slaves, especially
good field hands. In 1835 Thomas Bradford paid $600 for a
certain Negro boy named Mingo aged about seventeen years. 25
In caring for slaves, planters were largely motivated by selfinterest. However, it sometimes happened that through a feeling
of genuine devotion slave owners stipulated in their wills that
their negroes be freed. The will of William Oliphant, dated
1827, is unusual in this respect. Oliphant requested that his
negro man Monah and his four children be allowed all the privileges of free persons of color and that $250 was to be paid each
24. Op. cit., Macrae, “Soils and Agricultural Advantages . . . .“, p. 571.
25. Deed Record, Book D, p. 575.
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of them to cover transportation costs to a free state of their
choice. 26
The law supposedly protected the slave from unduly harsh
treatment. An interesting example is a case against Thomas
Gaskins, overseer, for “unlawfully, willfully, knowingly and
maliciously . . . with a heavy and large stick of wood cruelly
beating the slave and breaking and fracturing the bone“. It was
not uncommon for slaves to be stolen. In 1831, William Wyatt,
a planter in Leon County, sued John Pearce for stealing his
negro slave, Jack, worth $500. Pearce pleaded not guilty but
the verdict of the court was guilty, and he was sentenced to
thirty-nine lashes. Another example of stealing slaves is the case
against Aaron Dyer, a yeoman farmer, for stealing two negro
women worth $900 from Henry Thompson of Magnolia. 27
Slaves were often hired to neighboring planters. In 1832,
Gideon Green rented his three negroes, Ester, Susan and Henry
to Parson Hays and William Kerr for the sum of $85 for a
year. 28 It was stipulated in this agreement that the slaves were
to be furnished with two suits of clothes each, a hat and blanket
and a pair of shoes apiece. To safeguard the health of negroes on
the plantation, it was highly important that their clothing be
carefully looked after. Field hands were required to wear hats
during the summer months and sleep in comfortable beds with
sufficient cover on cold winter nights.
Plantation Supplies
Apparently, most of the supplies for the plantations in Leon
County were furnished by several general merchandise stores
located in Tallahassee. One such store was the firm of Gamble
and Reid. The purchases made from this store by General Leigh
Read in 1839 included 555 yards of bagging for $161, bolts of

26. “Will of William Oliphant, 1927“, Leon County Court Record.
27. “William Wyatt vs. John Pearce“, “Henry Thompson vs. Aaron Dyer“,
Leon County Court Records, 1840-1843.
28. “Gideon Green vs. Harp & Kerr, 1832“, Leon County Court Record.
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suiting and homespun, 932 pounds of rope for $140, nails, and
osnaburg, a course cloth; also numerous smaller items such as
whiskey, red flannel, brandy, irish linen, paper flowers, ribbon
and shoes. Read’s plantation must have been small because his
purchases for the entire year in 1838 amounted ony to $941. 29
Payment in cash seems to have been rare, but at the same time,
merchants always added their carrying charge to the planter’s
bill. In 1841, Gamble and Reid of Tallahassee sued Read for his
past due account of $2,000 some of which was interest long
overdue.
Another general merchandise store which catered to the
planters was the firm of Parish and Byrd. An interesting list of
purchases made by Frederick Smith from this store included a
pair of pantaloons and one fine hat at $8.00 apiece, soap, olive
oil and almonds; also numerous cash notes paid out for Smith
and cash paid to his Negroes in merchandise. As an example
of such an entry: “Paid Asa in mds. 75 cents; this amt. lent
him cash, $1.50; paid Edmund in mdse. 25 cents”. 30
Even though bagging, rope, pork, sugar, coffee and molasses
apparently were the most frequent plantation purchases, sundries of various kinds were nearly always included.
The firm of Laudeman and Sheffield in Tallahassee offered a
variety of services in addition to general merchandise. Some of
the accounts from this firm are: “to digging grave, furnishing
plank, $10, to making coffin $30; to keeping mare 5 weeks for
Jesse Hines, deceased, no charge”. Jesse Willis, Turbut Betton,
Robert Butler and other well known persons had accounts with
Laudeman and Sheffield. Some of these accounts were not paid
and had to be taken to court for collection. An interesting complaint against this firm made in 1831 states that the “small coffin
and rough box that Laudeman charged $15 for was not worth
29. Account Book of Gamble and Reid, Leon County Court House.
30. Ledger of Parish and Byrd, 1839, Leon County court House.
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75 cents.“ 31 However, Laudeman and Sheffield had printed on
their account book, “Never insult the unfortunate, especially
when they implore relief or assistance. If you cannot grant their
request, refuse them mildly and tenderly”.
Nearly everything connected with the plantation was bought
on credit. No matter what the price of cotton might be, the
planter had to have his supplies. As a consequence, mortgages
increased as debts mounted against him. Although the Leon
County planter realized unusual returns from his crops during
the period 1830-1840, part of this was due to an over-all prosperity in the cotton market, and the fact that land was not yet
exhausted. Also the prices of land and of slaves was less in
Florida during this period than in other cotton areas of the
South. Perhaps the profits in planting have in many instances
been exaggerated, but there is no doubt that certain Leon
County planters made much money in the production of cotton
in this era.
31. Account Book of Laudeman and Sheffield, 1831, Leon County Court
House.
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